High levels of circulating early apoptic peripheral blood mononuclear cells in systemic lupus erythematosus.
Increased in vitro apoptosis and altered expression of apoptosis-related molecules have been reported in systemic lupus erythematosus (SLE). It was speculated that autoantigens released from apoptizing cells may contribute to the etiopathogenesis of SLE by both activation of autoreactive lymphocytes and the formation of immune complexes. Conflicting data about the level of cellular apoptosis from animal models for SLE and human SLE indicate different pathomechanisms. In the present study we analysed the count of circulating early apoptotic cells and its correlation with the clinical activity in SLE compared with the amount in primary systemic vasculitis (PSV). The percentage of early apoptotic cells determined by Annexin V-FITC binding cells was significantly increased in peripheral blood of SLE patients compared with normal healthy donors (NHD) and PSV (NHD 5.62%, SLE 13.68%, PSV 8.69%). Analysis of lymphocytes revealed significantly increased counts in the T cell populations (NHD 5.15%, SLE 12.22%, PSV 10.01%), whereas the increase in B cells did not reach significance level (NHD 9.20%, SLE 18.95%, PSV 16.59%). Apoptotic cell count revealed no correlation to SLAM-Score or to immunosuppressive therapy, corticosteroid-dosage or absolute lymphocyte count. The general increase of circulating apoptotic cells may indicate an impaired clearance in SLE patients, independent of clinical activity or therapeutic interventions. Autoantigens from apoptotic cells may contribute to both activation of autoreactive lymphocytes and formation of immune complexes.